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Crisis Synopsis 
As the effects of climate change within the Arctic Circle become increasingly evident, 

geopolitical tensions are rising. According to Time Magazine journalist James Graff in 2007, ‘a 

new great game is afoot’. Secret US embassy cables released by Wikileaks in 2011 show 

nations are racing to ‘carve up’ Arctic resources including oil, gas and even rubies as the ice 

retreats. For Graff, ‘the current interest in the Arctic, in short, is a perfect storm seeded with 

political opportunism, national pride, military muscle flexing, high energy prices and the 

arcane exigencies of international law. But the tale begins with global warming, which is 

transforming the Arctic.’ With some predictions of a summer ice-free Arctic as early as 2013, 

vast new swathes of undersea territory are becoming accessible for oil and gas exploration 

and drilling. As the price of Brent Crude oil surges well over $100 per barrel, previously 

marginal reserves are beginning to look very attractive to oil companies and Arctic states. In 

its Circum-Arctic Resource Appraisal of 2009, the US Geological Survey reported that there is 

substantial undiscovered oil and gas potential, which may involve up to 90 billion barrels of 

oil and 1,669 trillion cubic feet of natural gas. The majority of this potential is believed to be 

found offshore (84 per cent), and much is believed to lie in waters less than 500 metres deep. 

It is thus estimated that the Arctic may contain up to 30% of the world’s undiscovered gas 

resources and about 10% of undiscovered oil resources. The irony is that fossil fuel-induced 

global warming is making vast new reserves of fossil fuels available. At a time of potential 

global recession, few states are willing to ignore such opportunities. 

 

States with territorial borders in the Arctic are the USA, Canada, Russia, Denmark (via 

Greenland) and Norway (via Svalbard) – together known as the ‘Arctic Five’. All five states 

have embarked on mapping projects designed to demarcate their extended or outer 

continental shelves. In May 2008 the Arctic Five signed the Ilulissat Declaration, which 

confirmed their commitment to resolving any overlapping claims in the Arctic region and that 

the ‘law of the sea’ provided a legal framework for such resolution. Critically, the reference 

here is to the ‘law of the sea’ and not the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 

which the USA has not ratified. The ‘law of the sea’ refers to customary international law, 

which applies to all states. The Arctic five also affirmed their status as ‘environmental 

stewards’ and thus outlined their intention to work together in areas such as environmental 

monitoring and disaster response. 

 

Yet the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration was controversial in that it appeared to mark an attempt by 

the Arctic five to assert their predominance in the Arctic at the expense of other regional 

players such as Finland, Iceland and Sweden, who have reacted against this assertion of 

sovereignty by the five coastal states. Together these eight states (the Arctic five plus Finland, 

Iceland and Sweden) are permanent members of the Arctic Council, the most significant soft 

law intergovernmental forum for the promotion of cooperation in the Arctic. The Inuit 

Circumpolar Council is also a permanent participant in the Council, and the UK is an observer. 

Formal observer status is also sought by the EU and China. However, in order to gain 

acceptance on the part of all eight states, and especially the United States, the member states 

imposed sharp limits on the Arctic Council, emphasizing the refusal to provide the council 



                                         
 

with any regulatory authority, specifying that any and all issues pertaining to military security 

are off limits for the council, and refusing to equip the council with a secretariat and material 

resources of its own. This resulted in a relatively toothless ‘high level forum’ for the discussion 

of policy issues, which has been derided by many as a body lacking in the authority to make 

decisions and in the resources needed to initiate and carry out projects of its own. Any crisis 

in the Arctic will almost inevitably lead some states to seek to reform the current system of 

Arctic governance. 

 

The strategic significance of the Arctic does not only lie in its potentially vast oil and gas 

reserves. The gradual opening of the Northern Sea Route (above Eurasia) and the North-West 

Passage (above Canada and Alaska) due to increased summer ice melt is increasing their 

commercial significance and strategic value to international shipping. For example, ships 

sailing between East Asia and Western Europe could save more than 40% in transportation 

time and fuel costs by navigating the northern sea lanes north of Siberia rather than the 

southern route through the Suez Canal. The USA and Canada still have an ‘agreement to 

disagree’ over whether the North-West passage lies within Canadian or international waters. 

 

Regulation of maritime traffic will also require accident clean-up capacity. This problem will 

rise dramatically in importance if oil and gas production accelerates. Oil spills are more 

difficult to clean up in cold, icy conditions. As oil decomposes slowly, ice interferes with the 

process, while technology to handle spills in these temperatures is lacking. Spills can also 

cause greying of the icecap, thereby speeding melting rates. Article 234 of UNCLOS – the 

‘Arctic Clause’ – moreover, allows for coastal states to introduce further pollution prevention 

measures in ice-filled seas, an opportunity which Canada has taken up, and Norway has 

banned production of oil and gas in some of its northern waters on environmental grounds. 

 

The ‘coming storm’ of environmental change, increasing demand for Arctic hydrocarbons and 

minerals, and more naval traffic negotiating these seas has meant that the hitherto peaceful 

negotiation of Arctic geopolitics is being replaced by more strident assertions of great power 

muscle and sovereignty. ‘Use it or lose it is the first principle of Arctic sovereignty,’ according 

to Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, and the Canadians responded furiously to a bold 

Russian expedition in 2007 which controversially placed a flag underneath the North Pole by 

submarine. In February-March 2010, Norwegian and NATO forces including the UK 

participated in a cold weather exercise called Cold Response. Organised since 2006, these 

exercises have used a range of scenarios including one involving resource-led conflict in the 

Arctic Ocean. In August 2011 Greenpeace again scaled one of Cairn Oil’s Arctic drilling rigs, 

following the previous year’s successful halting of oil operations during the limited three-

month summer drilling window. 

 

In autumn 2010 Arctic sea ice was at its lowest extent ever recorded by satellite, opening 

Hudson Strait and Davis Strait to an unprecedented degree well into December. Autumn 2011 

has turned out to be even warmer. The frozen Arctic is heating up, and has never been more 

ecologically and politically fragile… 


